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Introduction
The Department of English at Mukogawa Women’s University ︵MWU︶ has been 
carrying out advanced class activities utilizing an ISDN⊖based videoconferencing 
system. With this system, we have been conducting distance education classes as a part 
our regular course offerings, mainly for the students in the English department. We also 
use this system for the instructors’ conference and occasionally for various purposes at 
MWU affiliated high school. This paper focuses on the university classes which relate 
closely to distance and English education. This advanced form learning certainly serves 
as a valued experience for the students; however, the achievement of objectives can be 
greatly affected by the efforts of students and their instructors such as preparation for 
the conference, attendance and live performance in the real conferences on cameras 
from both sides of the Pacific Ocean.
1. Definition of Videoconference System
Table 1 shows a definition of distance education via a videoconferencing system. 
It compares the different education forms using a concept of time and space. A class 
utilizing a videoconference system is defined as being at a different space at the same 
time.
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 2. Background of the Videoconference Classes
MWU has its branch school, Mukogawa Fort Wright Institute ︵MFWI︶ in Spokane, 
WA in the United States. All the freshmen of the university and junior college, 
majoring in English, study there for four months and live in the dormitories on campus. 
At MFWI, we have some 30 well qualified instructors in TEFL. The students improve 
their four skills in English, study American culture, various related subjects, and also 
they have a lot of cultural experiences which can not be encountered in their daily life 
in Japan.
This videoconference class between MFWI and MWU started in 2002. In total, 
approximately 1,600 students,（50 instructors from MWU and 85 instructors and 
faculty members from MFWI） have participated in the conferences.
Besides the videoconference classes, the topics and themes for discussion 
or presentation are chosen by the students and should be prepared prior to the 
conferences. The topics vary from class to class; such as cultural differences between 
the U.S. and Japan, the history of English language, the Japanese way of life, social 
issues, and the use of the Internet and computers.
Table 1.　 Definition of videoconference system
Space
Time Same space Different space
Same time
Common form of class activ-
ity oriented education
Remote education utilizing 
teleconference system
Different time
Individual education utilizing 
a self study room and class 
room
Remote education utilizing 
teleconference media and 
pr in ted  media  inc lud ing 
e-learning
（Tei and Kubota, 2006）
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3. Preparations for the Videoconference Classes
Shiozawa ︵2005︶ states the importance of preparation of a videoconference class as 
below:
“Time spent on setting up and connectivity tests are not negligible. Therefore, 
it is not recommended to rush to incorporate videoconferencing into the 
curriculum without clear objectives and commitment. Careful planning to ensure 
a meaningful outcome is a prerequisite.” ︵p.109︶
One videoconference class lasts 90 minutes, however much more time should be 
spent making the objectives clear. Careful preparation will surely lead to the goal of a 
successful class. In this sense, the cooperation of all participants is crucial. Technical 
support facilitates smooth flow of the class. Instructors need to give appropriate advice 
to their students and students should be responsible for accomplishing what it is they 
have planned to do in the videoconference. That is to say, everyone has her/his own 
important role to make the videoconference a meaningful aid to reinforce the whole 
curriculum.
3.1 Adjusting a Schedule on the Both Sides
It is necessary for instructors and staff in Japan to carefully arrange a schedule 
with the staff in the U.S.; putting the time and date into consideration due to the time 
difference 16 hours in the summer and 17 hours in the winter. This time difference may 
easily bring confusion and cause misunderstandings of the scheduled conference time. 
It is advisable for instructors or administrators of both sides to be required to make 
contact by either telephone or email before the class in order to make sure of the local 
date and times.
3.2 Keeping the Equipment Ready for the Videoconference Classes
A proper setting of technical systems is one of the most important factors. 
The classroom is equipped with one set of videoconference system, software for 
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telecommunication on a main control computer, one video camera, two screens, two 
or three microphones, and a pair of loud speakers. The system may require various 
kinds of technical settings when used for the first time, however these settings need 
only minute adjustments every time because of the stability of an international 
connection on ISDN lines between two schools. Besides the condition of connection, 
another factor to think of is the classroom sound quality settings, including sensitivity 
of microphones, the distance between microphones and the speakers’ mouths, the 
loudness of their voices, the video cameras’ shooting angle and focus. All of these are 
essential factors to a successful videoconference.
3.3 Staff for Helping the Videoconference Classes
Handling various problems while the class is proceeding is a significant matter as 
well as the preparation for keeping the equipment working properly. Two mechanical 
support staff members should be on stand by to take care of any incidences which may 
occur  during the videoconference.
Even if preparations before a videoconference have gone well, unexpected trouble 
during the conference may occur. The technical support staff shold be well-trained and 
well-informed for handling equipment malfunctions and flow of class activities even 
though they may not have had professional training.
4. Discussion and Conclusion
 Videoconference systems are being used for many purposes both in academic 
and business settings, many times even replacing the telephone. Takahashi ︵1999︶ 
emphasizes the following benefits ︵translated by the author︶ :
“At a teleconference, it is possible to also notice the fundamental structure 
of people’s views, not only the assembly of English required to promote 
communication activities, expression, etc., but also English as a native language 
which helps us to deepen our understanding of the language. Moreover, while 
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enlighting our comprehension of foreign culture, such as lifestyle, customs, a 
customs, and art, the student also understands how to express cultural background 
and the concrete communication produced from it. Teleconferences promote 
communications skills by performing communication activities positively.” 
︵p.134︶
  There are some discussion points about the videoconference classes at the 
Department of English at MWU. First, most attendees, especially presenters, are 
very nervous during the actual teleconference classes. It was suggested by Suenobu, 
Yamane and Kanzaki ︵1995︶ that if the instructors are too strict and too careful with 
the students’ errors, by requiring perfection in their speech, as most professional 
language instructors do in Japan, that the tension affects the subjects’ oral performance. 
They also claim that if appropriate instruction is given to the students, higher anxiety 
would work to enhance their potential English ability to the utmost level. A good 
amount of preparation and rehearsal before the videoconference help students to 
have more confidence and be more relaxed. Second, American instructors often 
feel uncomfortable when they do not know students’ names in the classes. Putting 
name cards or nameplates may be a good idea to communicate smoothly. Lastly, 
good motivation to communicate in English will certainly result in a successful 
teleconference for the students. In this sense, the instructors need to offer a lot of 
advice and suggestions so the students will work hard to accomplish their planned 
goals.
A videoconference system is an excellent educational tool for foreign language 
learning since students will be given a privileged opportunity to communicate with 
foreigners who speak the target language. And when used effectively and appropriately 
in English classes, it will surely be fruitful and a lot of fun.
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